Augustinian Theodicy Abridged
Augustine’s theodicy might be characterised as “soul-deciding”. This means that, in some sense, evil exists for the purposes of helping us to “decide” the fate of our souls (compared to the “soul-making” theodicy of Irenaeus).

Assumption 1: God created the world good

Augustine’s starting point is that the world created by God was good. God did not create evil.  Genesis 1 repeatedly tells us that “God saw all that he had made and saw that it was good”, indeed after the 6th day God declared his world “very good” (or absolutely perfect). Therefore: God cannot be accused of creating an evil world.

Assumption 2: Evil is a privation of good

Augustine’s characterisation of evil is as a “disorder” or a “privation of good” (privatio boni). This is not to say that evil doesn’t exist, but to say that evil isn’t a thing in its own right. He compares it to darkness, which isn’t a thing, but rather the absence of a thing (light). In the same way, evil is said to exist as an absence or lack of goodness. An example might be a ripped shirt – the thing that makes it a “bad” shirt is that there is nothing (a hole) where there should be material. Therefore, God cannot have “created” evil because evil is a lack of something and God is complete (lacks nothing).
Conclusion 1: Evil is possible because matter is corruptible

God may not have created evil but a necessity of creation is that evil is possible. All material things have the possibility of change by their nature, this means that there is the possibility of corruption and degradation (ie. The privation of good) which would make them imperfect. For example, a car has the possibility of rust; a brick has the possibility of erosion from weathering; an item of clothing has the possibility of tearing or staining. Therefore, even though God created the world God and did not create evil, the possibility of evil is necessary.
Conclusion 2: Moral evil exists because of the misuse of free will

If evil is the privatio boni then it happens every time corruptible humans use their free will to choose anything other than the highest good. This first began in the Garden of Eden when Adam and Eve chose to eat the fruit of the TOKOGAE (the “Original Sin”). As a result of this, humans are born into a fallen world and thus have a tendency to use their free will in ways that do not reflect full goodness. Therefore, moral evil is the fairly inevitable result of human free will.

Conclusion 3: Natural evil also exists as a result of disordered use of free will
Augustine considers that moral evil in the misuse of free will also causes corruption in the natural order of things. Human sin leads to problems in the natural world (perhaps through God’s punishment or perhaps through some other mechanism. Therefore, natural evil is also the result of misused free will.

In summary:

1. God created the world good.

2. Evil is an absence of good, the corruption of the proper order of things.

3. This corruption is caused by the misuse of free will to choose something other than full goodness

4. Corruption caused by our free will also leads to corruption in the natural world (natural evil).

Objections to Augustine

1. He works on the assumption that there was a time when the world was perfect. Science suggests that there never was such a time. There was almost certainly no “Original Sin” in the Garden of Eden.
2. It’s very unclear as to how moral evil should lead to natural evil. The idea of God’s punishment leaves a lot of questions unanswered.

3. For many, serious suffering feels more than a simple “absence of good”.

4. If it’s impossible for God to create the world without the possibility of corruption wouldn’t God have been better to just not create a world at all?
